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Same songs, different wrapping : the rise of the compilation album 
Patrik Wikstrom & Robert Burnett 
Abstract 
The commercial success of compilation albums has increased in markets both in North America and 
in Europe. The albums can be considered as a manifestation of a significant change within the music 
industry—among both producers and consumers of popular music. Based on sales figures and a 
number of interviews with senior decision-makers in multinational music companies, we discuss 
some of the major drivers behind the development, and thereby give an important contribution to 
the existing body of knowledge on music industry dynamics. 
Introduction 
Many scholars have noted the exceptionally high level of uncertainty and risk in the music industries. 
Negus has explained how he “found much uncertainty among personnel involved in producing 
music. Neither business executives, fans, the musicians themselves nor journalists can predict what 
is going to be commercially successful or what new musics are going to be critically acclaimed” (48). 
Hirsch follows the same reasoning and notes how members of the music industry have limited ability 
to “predict accurately which of the items produced will pass successfully through each stage of the 
complex filter” (5). Hesmondhalgh concludes: “All business is risky, but the cultural industries are 
particularly risky business” (17).1 Other scholars, for instance, Burnett (Global Jukebox), Caves, 
Hartley, Hoskins and McFadyen, and Picard make similar observations. 
Music firms use many different strategies to reduce their exposure to risk and to limit uncertainty. 
One such strategy is to follow the principles of portfolio theory (e.g. Picard Economics and Financing; 
Media Product Portfolios; Reca). According to this strategy, risk is reduced by investing in a number 
of diverse markets and products, in the hope that the aggregate return from these investments will 
exhibit predictable and steady behavior. Hesmondhalgh refers to this strategy as “throwing mud” 
and seeing what sticks. Denisoff referred to it as the “the buckshot theory” when he explored the 
music publishing industry. Following this strategy, a considerable number of contracts are signed 
and, by monitoring how consumers react to the songs, the company is able to focus its resources on 
those products the audiences seem to like. Reliable and detailed data on how many new album titles 
are annually released worldwide are not readily available, but according to IFPI at least 100,000 
music albums were released worldwide during 2004. Hesmondhalgh refers to Wolf (89) when 
claiming that only 2% of the albums marketed in the United States during 1998 sold more than 
50,000 copies and Vogel (163) states that only 10% of all titles are able to break even. In other 
words, a small percentage of all the titles released support all the other titles that are unable to 
generate acceptable earnings. 
This paper will report on another strategy aimed to reduce the risk associated with the development 
of new musical content. The strategy involves a shift of focus—from the development of new 
musical talent to the repackaging of already proven material. We will show that the commercial 
success of so-called compilation albums (defined below) has increased significantly over the last two 
decades. We will also discuss the drivers of this trend and reflect on whether the surge of 
compilation albums may be a marker of a more fundamental music industrial change. 
The Importance of the Wrapping 
The audio recording in itself is, of course, considered as the core product of the recorded music 
industry, but the importance of the wrapping or packaging of these recordings should not be 
neglected. Packaging in the music industry is traditionally equal to the physical album, and among 
the various album formats throughout the history of the music industry, the LP record probably 
holds the title as the most important (e.g. Gelatt). As a curiosity, among the fifty albums considered 
by Rolling Stone magazine to be most important in the history of popular music, forty-nine were 
released on the LP record format (Blashill et al.). 
Although the LP record has a unique position as a delivery system for popular music, the format has 
been succeeded by other technologies, most notably by the compact disc, introduced by Philips and 
Sony jointly in 1982. The new format had considerable advantages compared to the previous 
technologies and spurred music consumers to replace their LP record collection with new and shiny 
discs (e.g. Coleman). The introduction of the compact disc is often considered as the starting point of 
one of the more prosperous periods in the history of recorded music. At the beginning of the 1990s, 
only a decade after the introduction of CD technology, the LP format was almost completely 
replaced, and digital technology was well established as the main technology for music distribution. 
The success of compact disc technology was an important lesson for the music industry. It showed 
that, in order to stimulate record sales, it is not necessary to develop new talents and songs—sales 
can also be generated by releasing and promoting old sounds in a new wrapping. In other words, the 
risk associated with new product development can be lowered by spending the product 
development effort and monies on re-packaging old and proven songs rather than on trying to 
develop new talents, which most likely would turn out to be unprofitable anyway. 
Traces of this policy can be seen in the plethora of new distribution technologies which have been 
introduced to the market since the launch of the compact disc—the digital compact cassette in 
1992; the minidisc, also in 1992; the super audio CD in 1999; the DVD-audio in 2000; the dualdisc in 
2004 (Coleman; Sony BMG); and the MVI in 2007. 
In this paper we focus on another flavor of this risk-reducing strategy based on the repackaging of 
old songs and old talents. We will explore how record companies, rather than using a new 
distribution technology to update the packaging of their recorded music, re-package old songs and 
re-introduce them to the market as what are commonly known as compilation albums. 
A traditional music album consists of recent recordings made by a single artist or a band. Such 
albums may be nothing but a collection of songs the artist happened to bring into the studio, but 
sometimes the traditional album can be something more than that. The frontman of the English rock 
band Radiohead, Thom Yorke, reflects on their album In Rainbows in these terms: “It's not just a 
random collection of songs. Sometimes the songs have a common thread, even if it's not obvious or 
even conscious on the artists' part. Maybe it's just because everybody's thinking musically in the 
same way for those couple of months” (Wired ). The songs in an album may adhere to a certain 
theme or they may be organized in a certain way in order to constitute a linear narrative with a 
beginning and an end. Besides the aforementioned Radiohead album, there are many other 
examples of “concept albums,” for instance, several Pink Floyd albums such as The Dark Side of The 
Moon (1973), Wish You Were Here (1975) and The Wall (1979), Marvin Gaye's What's Going On 
(1971), David Bowie's The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars (1972), Nine Inch 
Nails' The Downward Spiral (1994), and Tori Amos's Scarlet's Walk (2002), to name but a few. 
Another way to create an album is to license a set of songs that already have been recorded for 
some other purpose. Such albums are usually referred to as compilation albums. The songs on a 
compilation album usually follow a specific theme and they may all be recorded by the same artist, 
or by various artists. The theme may be: the career of a certain artist (e.g. “Best of…” , “Gold,” or 
“Greatest Hits”); a connection to a media brand (e.g. a videogame, a radio station, a film, or a TV 
series); a genre (e.g. jazz, garage rock, opera, or reggaeton); a certain activity or mood (e.g. 
relaxation, depression, pregnancy, or work-out); a time period (e.g. hits from the 1980s) or a specific 
season (e.g. Christmas songs or summer songs); a specific record label (e.g. Sun Records; Motown 
Records); or simply a collection of recent hits (e.g. “Now That's What I Call Music 89”). A single-artist 
compilation can also be a collection of rare singles, B-sides, or radio sessions. The Johnny Mathis 
compilation Johnny's Greatest Hits (1958) is generally acknowledged as the first greatest hits album. 
Since then it is rare for an artist to be so commercially contemptuous as not to have released some 
sort of greatest hits compilation. For instance, Joni Mitchell refused to release a compilation album 
for decades, but, after the persistent cajoling of her manager, she released the “Hits” and “Misses” 
compilations, which both became commercial successes. Another example of artists who have been 
reluctant to release a compilation album is the band Metallica, which to date has not released such 
an album. 
A Note on Method 
We have included three countries in our study: Sweden, the UK, and the USA. From these three 
countries, two kinds of empirical data have been collected—sales data used to represent the 
commercial success of music compilation albums and personal interviews with industry 
professionals. 
In order to examine the commercial success of different kinds of music albums one normally 
requires some kind of sales data. However, accurate and detailed data of recorded music sales are 
not that readily accessible, often simply due to the music firms' unwillingness to reveal that kind of 
information about their businesses. In some markets, for instance the UK, fragments of accurate 
sales data are available, but the data are not available electronically, which makes the data 
processing relatively labor-intensive. However, there are other ways to measure the commercial 
success of albums within a specific market. 
One method is to use the well-established sales charts, which announce which albums are 
commercially successful during a specific period. In different markets, different organizations have 
been able to establish themselves as the provider of the official chart. In Sweden this organization is 
Grammofon-leverantörernas förening (GLF); in the UK, the local IFPI organization (BPI) presents the 
charts; and in the USA the most recognized chart is provided by the trade magazine Billboard. These 
kinds of chart data have been used in several music industry research initiatives (e.g. Burnett 
“Concentration”; Christianen; DiMaggio; Dowd; Lopes; Peterson and Berger). 
A second method for measuring recorded music sales is to use the silver-gold-platinum award 
system developed by local IFPI organizations to recognize commercially successful albums. 
Thresholds for the different awards vary between countries depending on the size of the market. For 
instance, the threshold for the platinum award is 300,000 units in the UK, 60,000 units in Sweden, 
and 1,000,000 units in the US. 
We had access to domestic charts from Sweden and from the USA announcing the top 100 best-
selling albums during a specific year. In Sweden, data from 1991 to 2005 were available (1,600 
albums), and in the USA, the corresponding data were available from 1975 to 2005 (2,900 albums).2 
Due to the lack of access to the corresponding UK data, we decided to use silver-gold-platinum data 
from the British IFPI affiliate, BPI, instead. In order to confirm that the two different measurement 
methods were analogous, we compared the UK silver-gold-platinum data with some fragmented UK 
chart data that we were indeed able to get access to (1,880 albums). The analysis showed that the 
two data sets were congruent and that we could conclude that they represented the same 
phenomenon. 
When all data regarding the albums had been collected, the titles were categorized as either a 
compilation or a traditional album. Most albums were easily identifiable, simply by the title of the 
album (“Best of…”; “Now That's What I Call Music”; “Absolute…”; “Greatest Hits”). However, some 
albums which could not be immediately identified were looked up in Gracenote's Internet-based 
music database CDDB.3 
A product strategy which is related to the compilation album strategy is the reissuing of albums 
already released some years ago. Reissued albums could certainly be considered as old music in a 
new wrapping, but we have decided to categorize them in this study as traditional albums rather 
than as compilations. We have taken this decision for two reasons primarily. First, a reissued album 
is not formally a new compilation of a number of songs recorded at different occasions for different 
purposes. Second, it is technically difficult to distinguish reissued albums from the original release, 
based on chart data alone. We also argue that such re-releases seldom make it into the charts to the 
same extent as compilation albums and, hence, that our decision will not have any significant impact 
on the results and conclusions from the study. 
After the categorization of albums as compilation or traditional, the percentages of compilation 
albums in the charts or lists during each year were determined (the data are presented in Appendix 
1). Since the data fluctuate heavily from one year to another, average values were calculated for the 
period, 1976–80, 1981–85, 1986–90, 1991–95, 1996–2000, and 2001–05, to make trends more 
discernable and to facilitate the analysis. Averages were calculated and used as the basis for the 
graph illustrated by Figure 1 below. Finally, Jonkheere-Terpstra tests were made on all three data 
sets, which confirmed that the trend indicated by the data could not be explained by referring to 
random chance. 
There is one caveat about the use of chart data as an indicator of sales volumes—chart data are not 
actual sales data. We count only the number of compilation albums in the year-end chart and hence 
a compilation album ranked as #4 has the same weight as a compilation album ranked as #90. 
However, actual sales data have been possible to attain from one of the markets, the UK. These data 
indicate that albums sold over a year approximately follow a logarithmic function. By assuming that 
the UK distribution is also valid for Sweden and the US, it is possible to create a mathematical 
function which gives higher-ranked albums more significance than albums placed on lower ranks. 
Such models were developed during the study in order to mimic this “ranking effect,” but the 
analyses conclusively showed that there is no significant impact on the final results. Consequently, in 
order to preserve transparency and to simplify the research process, the mathematical models were 
discarded and the “ranking effect” was not taken into account. 
Personal Interviews 
Approximately forty interviews with key persons in the American, British, and Swedish music 
ecosystems were made as part of a larger study of music industry dynamics which started in 2001 
and ended in 2006 (Burnett and Wikström; Wikström). Almost all the informants who participated in 
the study hold positions somewhere in the range between upper-level manager and vice president 
and have positions such as head of marketing at the Swedish branch of one of the majors, strategy 
and development director at a European media conglomerate, VP of international sales and 
promotion at a medium-sized UK-based record label, etc. We were able to engage informants from 
all the major multinational music firms (EMI Group; Sony BMG Music Entertainment; Warner Music 
Group; Universal Music Group) and the interviews we made were evenly split between the UK, the 
USA, and Sweden. 
Nine interviews, out of the forty, concerned issues that are explicitly relevant to this paper. We use 
phrases from these interviews to support our reasoning throughout the text. Some of the informants 
did not want to be immediately associated with their statements and, in order to accommodate 
their request, we have removed any kind of information from the interview data that could link a 
phrase to a specific informant. However, in order to show that the phrases used in the text are 
reasonably well distributed within the sample, each quoted phrase is labeled “Interview n,” where n 
is an integer representing the individual informants. 
The Growing Commercial Success of Compilation Albums 
The analysis of sales data shows that, over the last two decades, the commercial success of 
compilation albums in Sweden, the UK, and the USA, has been on the rise (Figure 1). The graph 
shows the percentage of compilations among the best-selling albums in each nation. Although data 
for Sweden are available only from 1991 onwards, the graph illustrates how the success of 
compilation albums has increased over the years. The data from the UK and USA follow a similar 
pattern, namely only minor changes both before 1991 and after 1995, but a more rapid change 
between 1991 and 1995. The average value during the initial three periods was 21% in the UK and 
7% in the USA. The corresponding value during the three most recent periods was 27% in the UK and 
15% in the USA. Two interpretations of the pattern could be (1) that a change in measurement 
techniques has occurred or (2) that the shift is truly caused by changes in the music industry. 
According to the IFPI affiliate in the UK, no change in measurement techniques has occurred which 
could explain the sudden increase during the early 1990s (Crutchley). Consequently, the 
development illustrated by Figure 1 is truly a result of a change of music industry behavior. 
Figure 1 Average Commercial Success of Compilation Albums 
 
This paper is focused on the general change that has been observed in all three countries, that is, the 
increase of the commercial success of compilation albums. However, although the general dynamics 
are similar in all three countries, the levels of the success differ significantly between the three: 
From 1990 and forward, approximately 15% of the best-selling albums in the US were compilation 
albums, while the remaining 85% were traditional single-artist albums. The corresponding values for 
compilation albums in the two European countries were 27% (UK) and 38% (Sweden). Indeed, 
different measurement techniques are used in all three countries which makes it difficult to 
compare the three time-series, but, even so, the magnitude of the differences makes them hard to 
ignore. This study has not been able to provide a satisfactory explanation of the apparent 
differences between the nations, and it remains for future research initiatives to address the 
question. Nevertheless, though it is impossible to make any firm conclusions based on the data at 
hand, we can at least explore some of the possible explanations for the observed differences. 
The three music markets differ considerably in size. The USA is the world's largest music market with 
a retail value of more than 10 billion USD during 2005 (http://www.riaa.org). The UK is most 
dominant in the global music landscape as a producer and an exporter of music, but it is also one of 
the world's largest music markets with a retail value close to 3 billion USD during 2005 
(http://www.bpi.co.uk). Sweden also has a history of being a relatively strong exporter of its musical 
content and services but the size of the Swedish domestic music market during 2005 is only 
approximately 150 million USD (http://www.ifpi.se), and hence only a fraction of the other two 
markets. In the illustration below, the size of the three markets and the average success of 
compilation albums since 1990 have been plotted against each other. 
Figure 2 Size of Music Market Plotted against the Success of Compilation Albums 
The graph shows a negative correlation between size of market and success of compilation albums. 
How can one account for the correlation between the two variables? It may be possible to explain 
the correlation by focusing on the costs of music marketing and artist promotion. The cost of music 
marketing is, to a large extent, fixed in its nature, and is greatly affected by economies of scale. 
Consequently, in order for a music promotion campaign to make economic sense, the expected 
audience has to be of considerable size. In larger markets, such as the USA and the UK, music firms 
are able to invest in the promotion of niche artists since the potential audience for these artists may 
still be substantial, due to the total size of the market. However, in a market of the size of Sweden, 
this is not possible. Only artists or musical brands that have a broad audience appeal are able to gain 
access to the music firms' promotion support, since a Swedish niche artist is unlikely to be able to 
recoup the money invested in a nationwide marketing campaign. Under such market conditions, 
compilation albums might be a mechanism that allows smaller artists to be part of a project which is 
big enough to attract the attention of the music firm's marketing departments. Conclusively, the 
smaller the market, the greater the need to create aggregated music projects, such as compilation 
albums. An example of this strategy is the Swedish Idol 2006 compilation album, which sold 55,000 
copies in the first week of release, sending it to the number one spot in the Swedish album sales 
charts and earning the eleven Idol finalists a collective gold album. 
It should be noted that the hypothesis developed above remains to be firmly tested, and should be 
considered only as a plausible and preliminary explanation of the differences between the nations 
included in the study. However, irrespective of the different levels in the three markets, they all 
exhibit the same trend—a clear increase in the commercial success of compilation albums. How this 
general trend can be explained is the focus of the rest of the paper. 
Tracing the Origin of the Compilation Album Success 
The increase in the commercial success of compilation albums can be examined from different 
perspectives. We used one of these perspectives earlier in the paper, when we interpreted the 
growing sales of compilation albums as a consequence of a conscious strategic shift made by the 
record labels in order to reduce their exposure to risk. Releasing a compilation album involves 
significantly less risk than releasing a traditional album and, in times of financial difficulties, 
compilation albums may be a tempting way to meet the sales budget. A marketing director at a 
record label interviewed during the study explains: 
every time [record labels] are unable to meet their budgets…they create a compilation…maybe you 
find an old compilation with [artist's name], and then you release it again…and every fifth or tenth 
year you release the same record in a new package…we have no risk in this at all, and we have no 
costs creating the record since all songs already exist. (Interview 14) 
To release old songs in a new wrapping in order to reduce risk is perhaps the most apparent reason 
why the commercial success of compilation albums has increased over past decades, but there are 
also other ways to explain the phenomenon. In the following sections the rise of compilation albums 
will be examined from three additional perspectives. First, we will examine how changes in 
consumer behavior have spurred the demand for compilation albums. Second, we will explore how 
compilation albums can be understood from a brand management perspective. Lastly, we will 
examine issues related to compilation albums considered as licensing opportunities. 
Changes in Consumer Behavior 
Popular music has traditionally been intrinsically connected to youth culture (e.g. Hebdige) and 
consequently the music-marketing machinery has been mainly focused on reaching young music 
listeners, primarily teenagers. For various reasons, which lie beyond the scope of this paper, this 
situation has started to change. Nowadays, older consumers buy recorded music at the same rate as, 
or even at a greater rate than, the teenage audience. Data from the US music industry show very 
clearly how consumers at age 40 and older have become the most important consumer segment 
(Figure 3). In 1990, this age group constituted merely 15% of total music sales, but fifteen years 
later, consumers aged 40 and older constitute more than 35% of the same market. 
 
Figure 3 Percentage of US Recording Industry Revenues that Stem from Consumers at Age 40 and 
Older 
 
Comparable data are unavailable for Sweden and the UK, but other, somewhat less detailed, data 
point in the same direction (e.g. Carlsson; Hepworth; Interview 13; Interview 35). The increased 
focus on an older audience has changed the aggregated consumer behavior pattern and increased 
the demand for easily recognizable compilation brands. One of the informants reflects on the link 
between the new consumer focus and compilations: 
[the compilation business in the UK] will continue to grow as music moves into secondary 
distribution…such things as supermarkets, petrol stations, that kind of thing…you are talking to a 
probably less discerning, much more impulsive music-buying audience, for whom compilations of 
tracks they are familiar with are more potent than albums which only have one good track on it. 
(Interview 35) 
There are also indications of other changes in consumer behavior that might be affecting the sales of 
compilation albums. Although first-hand data are still unavailable, several informants during the 
study have described how young consumers nowadays are less loyal and less devoted to artists and 
bands than previously. According to this reasoning, the younger audience still does listen to and 
enjoy music, but music albums and music collections do not have the same importance in their 
identity construction work as in previous generations. The Pop Idol phenomenon (e.g. Jenkins; 
Wikström) is but one example of this development as young fans cheerfully celebrate the stars of 
the season, but a few months later are unable to remember their names. Following this logic, the 
importance of actually owning a full-length traditional music album is of less importance and the hit-
based compilation album is a convenient way (among a few others) to get access to the latest hits 
without spending all one's pocket money. 
The Compilation Album from a Brand Management Perspective 
When trying to gain deeper understanding about the growing success of compilation albums, it is 
helpful to note that there are always at least two parties involved in any compilation album project: 
(1) the owner of the album brand (e.g. “Beverly Hills Cop,” “Levi's,” “Elvis Presley,” or “Eurovision 
Song Contest”) and (2) the owner of the musical content. However, it is of course possible that both 
roles are performed by one and the same organization, for instance in productions of single-artist 
compilations or label samplers.4 
The rationale for creating and marketing compilation albums differs between brand owner and 
content owner. The brand owner does not necessarily have to be part of the music industry, but 
might be any kind of consumer-oriented firm. For instance, the clothing manufacturer Levi Strauss & 
Co. has released a number of compilation albums that include some of the songs licensed for use in 
their commercials. The brand owner might also be an organization specifically focused on 
compilations. One such example is the owner of the Swedish compilation brand “Absolute,” Eva 
Records, which is a joint venture between EMI, Warner Music, and Sony BMG Music. Through the 
years, Eva Records has released a series of hit-based compilations and also a range of genre-based 
compilations (e.g. opera, soul, jazz, soft rock, power ballads) and theme-based compilations (e.g. 
“Kidz,” “After Ski,” “Valentine's Day,” “Christmas,” “Relax”). The rationale behind the creation of Eva 
Records and similar music ventures is based on traditional brand management reasoning (e.g. 
Kapferer). It is very costly to establish a new brand. First the consumers have to learn about the 
existence of the brand, and then they have to attach the right values to the brand in question. These 
processes are usually both expensive and difficult, regardless of industry or product. The use of 
brand management practices in the music sphere is a relatively new phenomenon, but the 
recognition of artists as brands has become more and more common during the last decade. 
Traditional artist brands such as the Swedish “Sahara Hotnights” or American “Velvet Revolver” are 
considered to be successful if they are able to create four or five profitable albums during their 
career (Interview 18). This should be contrasted with well-established compilation brands such as 
“Absolute”, “Hits”, “Pure…”, or “Now That's What I Call Music”. The “Now That's What I Call Music” 
series has released 211 album titles between 1983 and 2006 (mainly hit-based compilations), 
primarily in the UK but also in other markets around the world (http://www.nowmusic.com). Eva 
Records' “Absolute” series has released 220 album titles between 1986 and 2006 in Sweden only. 
During 2005, every tenth album sold in Sweden was an “Absolute” album (http://www.absolute.se). 
This arithmetic explains why it is much more appealing, from a business perspective, to establish a 
compilation brand compared to a traditional music brand. In addition, compilation brands are in less 
need of promotion tours and radio airplay, they don't waste money in the recording studio, they 
never get old, and never have to spend time in drug rehabilitation programs. 
“Now That's What I Call Music” and “Absolute” are strong brands in themselves, but many years of 
consistent marketing investments have been required to reach that position. Another brand 
management strategy involves the extension of a high-profile brand from a “non-music” copyright 
industry into the music domain. Soundtracks to films, TV series, and videogames are such examples 
(e.g. “Garden State,” “O.C.,” “Metal Gear Solid”). Other examples are compilations which are spin-
offs from radio stations (e.g. “Kiss FM” in the UK or “Lugna Favoriter” in Sweden) and television 
music shows (e.g. “Pop Idol,” “MTV Unplugged”). A radio executive in the UK explains their thinking 
about their radio brands and music compilations: 
“Kiss” is not just the number one radio station for young people in London, but is now a national 
radio presence through digital radio, it's on telly…and part of the brand extension of time has been 
to move into compilation albums, so “Kiss,” “Magic,” “Smash Hits,” and “Kerrang!”5 have led that, in 
terms of building a fairly successful portfolio of compilation titles working with the record labels. 
(Interview 35) 
The Compilation Album from a Licensing Perspective 
From the content owner's perspective, compilation albums are licensing opportunities rather than 
anything else. During recent years, content owners have paid more attention to their back catalog,6 
and have tried to find different ways to capitalize on their assets through various repackaging 
projects, such as album compilations (Interview 14). A marketing director at a record label talks 
about a recent compilation project: 
our catalogue has been licensed into the infinite number of compilations…last year we put together 
a compilation of the group [artist's name] for [territory] on the basis of some interest in the group 
there and we sold a good few thousands of records… it was a very lucrative venture for us, we put a 
sleeve on it that kind of works, we just repackage it, you don't want four hairy old men playing 
guitars on the sleeve, you want something that can sit there with the new releases of that 
week…you do a sleeve…in this case a graphic sleeve that enabled us to kind of update what's a fairly 
torrid old selection of songs…and it worked to the tune of 50,000 units, that is an incredible result, 
very impressive. (Interview 28) 
In the example above, the musical content was found in the record label's back catalog. In these 
cases, there is no competition between the compilation and some other packaging of the same song. 
When it comes to hit compilations, that is to say, compilations which include new material, things 
get a bit more complicated. A song in medium or heavy rotation7 on major radio stations is usually 
also in demand in a full-length album. However, having the song available as part of a hit collection 
may have either positive or negative effects on album sales. If the compilation works as a 
promotional tool, the compilation is expected to raise the demand for the core product, which is the 
full-length album (Interview 2). However, if the compilation is able to satisfy the consumers' demand 
for the song, the compilation will slow down album sales rather than the opposite. This dilemma 
faces the content owner who has to determine the cases where licensing should be undertaken and 
the cases where it should not (Lundqvist). These kinds of channel management issues (e.g. McCalley) 
become even more acute when the question not only involves different kinds of albums but rather a 
plethora of music-delivery technologies of varying character. During the study, the decision-makers' 
frustration over this situation often surfaced, as illustrated by this quote by one of the informants: 
“let's push these new channels, but what about our core business?…How are we going to protect 
that?” (Interview 12). 
This section has argued that there are at least four drivers of the commercial success of compilation 
albums. First, releasing compilation albums rather than traditional albums is a way to limit the 
record label's risk exposure. Second, changes in consumer demographics and behavior have 
increased the demand for conveniently packaged and accessible music. Third and fourth, the 
increased use of brand management practices in the music sphere and the content owners' 
intensified ambition to license their intellectual properties to various purposes have had a positive 
impact on the supply of compilation albums. 
 
Discussion and Conclusions 
In this paper we have explored an increase in the commercial success of compilation albums and 
traced the drivers of the trend. We will now reach some conclusions based on the analysis and 
reflect on the development of compilation album sales and the music industry in general. 
When thinking about the future of compilation albums, the ongoing shift from physical to Internet-
based distribution has to be part of the analysis. One might expect that Internet-based distribution 
would make the very concept of the album increasingly irrelevant and hence that compilation 
albums in a few years would be a forgotten phenomenon. However, although it is possible to 
purchase single songs from Internet-based retailers such as iTunes, Rhapsody, Amazon, and the like, 
a considerable number of songs are still sold via albums, and some of these are compilations. 
Since the physical limitations of the CD are irrelevant in the Internet space, it is now possible to 
create completely new kinds of compilations. The virtual compilations from iTunes Store titled 
“iTunes Essentials” are one such example. iTunes Essentials introduces consumers to a genre, an 
artist, or a time period, in three different stages titled “The Basics,” “Next Steps,” and “Deep Cuts.” 
By purchasing these compilations, music listeners are supposed gradually to expand their musical 
experience into new areas. 
Regardless of whether these products are signs of the longevity of the compilation format or not, 
the commercial success of compilation albums can still be considered as a sign of a fundamental 
change in the music industry. There are at least two ways to understand the change. First, one might 
consider the development as a part of the eternal struggle between art and commerce. In that 
context, the success of compilation albums is a marker of an increased level of commercialization of 
the music industry, where the center of gravity is moving closer to business-related aspects and 
further away from the creative process. The labels' increased risk aversion and their adoption of 
brand management strategic thinking, which we have pointed to as drivers of the development, are 
parts of this interpretation. There are many advantages, from a business point of view, to operating 
a compilation brand in comparison to a traditional artist brand. As a consequence, it could be 
expected that media brands which are not immediately linked to a specific music personality of flesh 
and blood will become more common in the music industry. There are already a number of 
successful brands of this kind, for instance “The Gorillaz” or “The Pussycat Dolls.” The “members” of 
“The Gorillaz” are computer-animated characters and in the case of “The Pussycat Dolls” the 
members of the group are merely salaried employees of the record label Interscope and hence 
completely interchangeable (The Irish Times). According to such music industry logic, the performer 
may still be the face of the project but she/he is no longer the “star.” Rather, the star is the producer 
or perhaps the entire creative team who is managing and controlling the shape and content of the 
music brand. 
The second interpretation of the rise of compilation albums is that the development is a marker of a 
changing relationship between the artist and the audience, or, if one prefers, between the music and 
the audience. Due to the development of new media technologies, music is increasingly accessible as 
ringtones, in advertising and soundtracks, in webcasts, and via file-sharing networks and numerous 
other formats. This perspective relates to our discussion of the audiences' changing behavior and the 
intensified licensing of musical content. Although the almost ever-present access to music may been 
seen as a positive development it also causes music to lose some of its former exclusivity. Hence, the 
relationship between the audience and the music might become more and more dispassionate. 
Compilation albums fit well into this logic by providing the audience with a set of non-contextualized 
songs which do not require the listeners to develop a deeper relationship to, or knowledge about, 
the artists involved in the project. Following such a trajectory, music is about to move away from the 
center stage of popular culture and turn into wallpaper that is “always on” but which only few 
people actually care about. 
The aim of the paper has been to shed light on the growth of compilation albums, trace some of its 
drivers, and reflect on its relevance for the future of the music industry. There are many interesting 
aspects of this trend which could be taken forward in other research initiatives. For instance, as has 
already been touched upon in the paper, it would be very interesting to expand the analysis to other 
territories. Has the success of compilation albums increased everywhere or are there territories with 
a different kind of industry behavior? Such an expansion would also enable the testing of our 
hypothesis concerning the relationship between market size and compilation album success. 
Another way to go forward could be to examine the relationship between music and the audience. Is 
the relationship between consumers and the audience really less passionate compared to a few 
decades ago? Do new patterns of musical consumption say more about the transitory attention span 
of audiences than music industry boardroom strategies? Clearly we have much to learn about the 
ever changing nature of industry, music, and audiences. 
Appendix 1: Measurements of Compilation Album Success from Sweden, the UK, and the USA 
 
Notes 
1. Hesmondhalgh attributes the phrase to Prindle. 
2. Data from the US market were missing for the years 1991–92. 
3. http://www.gracenote.com/music 
4. A “label sampler” is an album which includes samples from a record label's LP portfolio. 
5. These are all radio brands in EMap's (a UK media conglomerate) media brand portfolio. 
6. A recording is categorized as back catalog material if the recording was initially released more 
than two years ago (Crutchley). 
7. In radio broadcasting, a rotation is a single play of a song. A song in light rotation is typically aired 
five to fifteen times per week, a medium rotation tune goes over the airwaves ten to twenty-five 
times per week, and songs in heavy rotation start at twenty or more rotations each week. 
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